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Not the Same Old Journal Writing:
How to Take J oumal Pieces to the Next Level
by Involving the Audience in Revision.
BY

SARA PICKETT

D

aily journal writing in a primary classroom can become tedious for children, especially given the seemingly limited range of experiences that second graders have. The daily chore of coming up with a new
topic often leads to "bed-to-bed" stories that take the reader from the beginning to the completion of the
writer's day.

As part of a yearlong K-2 emphasis on writing at
The Park School in Brooklandville, Maryland, the
teachers and administrators attended workshops, read
widely, then met within and across grade levels during
the school day and after school to share samples of
children's writing. In a workshop given in Baltimore
by classroom teacher Linda Davis, I was introduced to
writing response groups (Healy, 1980).

Modeling the Process
Writing was my area of greatest fear. As a teacher,
I brought that fear to my work with students. It was
this process that helped me create a new feeling about
writing and the teaching of writing. I share it below.
Brainstorm: The first step in this journal response
model is to generate a list of topics you are willing to
write about and share with an audience. This list of
ideas could be written in the back of the journal and
must follow these listed guidelines: It must be true,
it must have a narrow focus, it must make your heart
beat faster to tell the story, and it must have happened
to you.

With these parameters in mind, I prepare my lesson in
the following way. I generate a list of topics I want to
share with my students. From this list, I choose three
topics I feel are the most powerful, interesting, and
appropriate for children. On the day of the lesson, I
share three potential topics with the children: Hiking the Appalachian Trail, My School Bus Accident,
Catching 99 Bluefish. I give a brief description of
each topic and allow the children to select the story
they want to hear. This is the first opportunity to write
for an audience. Since the children are allowed a
choice, they become part of the writer's process.
Oral Telling: The first time I shared this list with my
class, they chose Hiking the Appalachian Trail. I told
the tale of how I came to be in the woods with a group
of complete strangers as part of my orientation to college. With only the clothes on my back and a backpack
full of heavy items, I was led on a journey into the
wilderness with a group of nine other people and one
leader. I feel it is important to model the process of
oral telling before beginning to write, as this is the first
notion of a plan for writing that many children have.

Sara Pickett is currently taking time off to raise her 3-year-old daughter
and to earn a reading endorsement for her teaching certificate. Most recently,
she taught first grade for 4 years at University Liggett School in Grosse
Pointe. She has taught for 11 years in kindergarten through second grade
in both public and private schools. Her professional interests include early
reading and writing instruction, mathematics, and computer literacy. She
holds a B.S. in early childhood education from Towson University and a
M.Ed. from Goucher College.
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Children as Partners

Audience as Incentive for Writing

After listening to the story, the students go off to
generate a list of topics and to choose the three they
would be willing to share with an audience. I pair
them each with another student, and the partner
chooses the story they want to hear. Each child shares
his or her story with the other partner orally. Afterwards, they go to a quiet spot and began to write that
story on paper.

Children who have completed their stories are asked
to join other children who are ready to share (along
with the partner who had heard the oral sharing of
the story). The class is fluid, some children writing,
some reading their work aloud, and some listening to
writers' stories. Later that evening, I respond in writing to the audience's praise and questions in the first
revision of my story. I have my audience in mind as I
write additional details and clarify certain parts of the
story. The focus of the piece shifts from a story about
a whole trip to certain key experiences that made the
trip memorable.

That night I wrote the story that I had just shared
orally. The next day, the modeling continued. I shared
the written story with my class and gave them some
guidelines for responding to my story. As the writer,
I was in charge. I asked for specific praise, such as
"I like the way that you describe, I noticed that .... "
This is not an opportunity for the students to tell
about the time they hiked in the woods. Though these
kinds of reader responses are important, the praise
and questions need to focus on the writer's story.
Questions clarifying ideas in the story would include
such phrases as "What happened to ... ? Why were you
going there? How did ... ?" The questions must not be
yes/no questions or leading questions such as "Would
you ... ? Could you ... ? Why don't you ... ?" This
requires some thinking on the part of the audience
because they cannot make comments such as, "You
forgot the part about the girl who threw up!" Audience
members need to ask questions such as, "What happened to the girl who threw up?"
The praise and questions are written on a response
sheet along with the name of the person who made the
comment or asked the question. This is given to the
writer for guidance in revising the story. The questions are not answered in a group setting. If the writer
is confused about a particular question, he or she can
go to that person and ask for clarification.

WINTER

I share this revision with my students the following
day and repeat the process of praise and questions.
In this way, the story becomes better each time. The
children return to the response group (audience)
several times, until the writer and the audience are
satisfied with a complete story. Only then does the
author publish the story and begin the process again.
Children come up with fewer really good stories
instead of a string of uneven work.
Sharing with an audience while the writing is still in
progress makes it less daunting. The audience wants
to hear a good story, and this helps the writer before
"the end." As Linda Davis said, "A genuine audience
taps into emotional power that encourages students
to revise." Students learn what good writing is from
hearing each others' stories and being a part of the
process.
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